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28 July 1985

How the U.S. Assesses Soviet

By BILL KELLER

WASHINGTON ~— The Gover:ment pet;fodiauy
issues reports reciting specifications of Soviet
weapons with the itemized precision of a hard-
ware catalogue. They are sources of fascination
for Soviet-watchers, and they underpin auhorita-
tive studies such as the weighty reappraisal of
the superpower balance released last week by a °

RC-135 aircraft based in Alaska record telemetry
~— the FM signals given off by transmitters Rus-
sian scientists attach to monitor their missile’s
vital parts.

These crucial intercepts may tell
eavesdroppers how many warheads were tested,
or how steady and reliabie the missile is in flight.
Ships in the region may help plot where the war-
heads land.

Once the raw data are uthéredi the inteH-

Library of Congress expert, John M. Collins. #%E' begin debating what of it

But occasionally there is a reminder that what
we think we know about Soviet weapons, we can
rarely claim to know for sure.

The most recent example is the revisionist if
e ENCe assessment of & missile called the >y

force. Since the late 1970°s 5S-19 hag been
lagsed as a ‘silo-Kller accurate enough to

have high likelthood of destroying American m
ile silos. Government sources say that a new,
classified National Intelligence Estimate, a con-
sensus of intelligence expert: . I Cot) ged the
missile is less accurate than previously thought,
b B astimate h 5d many
[hé missilé 1 iNer

vigorously er ac-
curacy estimates. And in any case, downgrading
the SS-19 does not substantially diminish the
Soviet military threat — the 3,080 independently
targetable warheads on the bigger $S-18 missiles
are still considered accurate enough to destroy
. Still, the putative ac-
curacy of the SS-19 has helped shape the United
States image of the Soviet war machine, contrib-
uting to the notion of an American ‘‘window of
vulnerability,” and influencing the 1979 arms -
talks

The Duplicity Factor

One problem with inte about Soviet
weaponry may be ty. The United States
has accused the Russians of camouflaging mis-
siles sites and
their test missiles, both violations of arms con-
trol treaties because they impede verification. In
1979, according to a former Central Intelli

anal American satellite

forms of what's called ‘‘strategic deception.”
More often, the Soviet-watchers’ handicap is
the inherent complexity of their detective work.
The estimate of what a Soviet missile can do, .
for example, is a distillation of hunareds' of
pieces of data, mostly technical. Reconnaissance
satellites take high-resolution photographs of the
launch site, perhaps providing information on the
size and configuration of the missile. Radars in
the Aleutians and elsewhere plot the missile’s
trajectory in test flight. High-orbit satellites and

the signals givenoff by -

encies

. course of a missile iobbed into the Pacitic
may be known with some precision, but it is a
matter of educated guesswork what point in the
ocean the Russians were aiming for. The agents
may have collected dozens of clear signals from
the missile in flight, but which frequency was
transmitting the fuel flow, and which the steadi-
ness of the gyroscope? *

cormon,’’ said Jeﬂm,x T. Richelson, author of A
new on ted Sta intelli; “What
m from

' can agency to agency, and even

from person'to person, is the analysis.”’

One reason is the analysts make different as-
sumptions. A missile was tested with 10 war-
beads and 2 decoys. Will the missile be deployed
with 10 warheads, or 12? John Prados, author of a
book on estimates of Soviet weaponry, argues
ﬂntcmwiththeputlupsmthesophjsuca-
tion of intelligence-gathering equipment, faulty
assumptions about Soviet intentions have often
produced misleading intelligence that propelied
American policy. For example, exaggerated
American estimates of Soviet antimissile de-
fenses in the 1960’s spurred the development of
multiple-warhead missiles.

One source familiar with the new disagree-

' ment over the accuracy of the SS-19 said the

earlier estimates had been based on assumptions
about how rapidly the missile would improve.
The Central Intelli , this source
siid; judged from recent :'Efemetxy readings that
the missile had not improved as much as expect-
‘ed. The Pentagon insisted that the new readings,
taken through a fog of Soviet encryption, were too
fragmentary to be given much weight.

Although the agencies deny it, many intelli-
gence experts say that the - :

P 7 . BStimates
in order to encourage arms control; the agency is
an im

cation. Liberals say the Defense Intelli-
gence Agency and the military service intelli-
gence operations tend to justify the military
budget by portraying the Russians in the most
sinister light.
“‘Sure, estimates have political input,” said
one Government intelligence evaluator. **But for
the most part, the intelligence community is ob-

jective. The problem is simply that we can only
know things so well.”
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The Soviet SS-19
intercontinental
ballistic missile

Warheads per missiie

Yield per Equivalent of 550,000
warhead poundg of TNT
Number of missiles

deployed 300
Range - 6,250 miles
Accuracy 325t0 435 yards C.E.P.*

*C.EP.is’ clrcmumprob.bb ndusotacm;mn
which hait of a missile’ s warheads are expected 1o fall. A
larger C.E.P. means a less accurate weapon. Defense
Department sources estimate the C.E.P. u325y|r¢o
but new Central |

itat

Souroes: lmommoml insitute for Strategic Studies;
Oefense Department
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